The primate Harderian gland: Does it really exist?
The Harderian gland, an anterior orbital structure, is either absent or vestigial in primates. This is based upon gross anatomical observations of scattered adult specimens. Though largely absent in the adult human, it is present in the fetal and neonatal stages. Thus, histological examination of the orbital region of neonatal material was undertaken in other primates. The orbital region of neonatal specimens of 12 species of strepsirrhines (Lemuriformes and Lorisiformes), and haplorhine (tarsiers and callitrichids) was examined. The Harderian gland is ensconced in either periorbital fat or connective tissue and thus was not readily identifiable gross anatomically. Thus, it may have been missed in the anatomical studies. Tarsal glands are present in all neonatal primate eyelids. The relative size of the neonatal primate Harderian gland can be subdivided into five separate categories, ranging from large to absent (tarsiers), with no apparent phylogenetic trends. Thus, the Harderian gland is present in numerous primates at birth, quite possibly all strepsirrhines. The positive findings on callitrichids question whether any anthropoids lack the Harderian gland postnatally. The enigmatic tarsier appears to possess another apomorphic trait in lacking a Harderian gland. Further study is required to determine the role of this gland and its relationship with the tarsal glands.